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This longitudinal study gf changes in play’ behavior 
A» eieeiee children reports decreases in less mature forms ot play 
and“Iincreases in more mature forms of play over time. The study was 
designed to test the assumption that the play of young children 
develops in a progressive manner. Ten 3-year-olds and ten 4-year-olds 
were observed during free play each day for four 3-week periods over 


‘ 3 months. The coding of behavior was based on Parten*s categories Qf 
_ social play (unoccupied, solitary, onlooker, parallel, group) and 


Smilanksy's.categories of cognitive play (functional, constructive, 


_dramatic, games with rules). Two additional categories included 


reading (or being read to) and active conversation. Children showed a 


‘decrease in.the amount of time spent in unoccupied,. onlooket, 


_solitary-functional,: and:allY functional play, and an increase in the 


amounts of time spent in reading, games, parallel-dramatic, ail 
group, and all dramatic play. Only the games with rules category 
showed a differential age-by-time interaction. Alternative ; J 


_ explanations of the data are discussed. Data on age and sex 


differences are also reported. Two tables summarizing results are 
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, Changes in the Play Behaviors ‘of Preschoolers: A Short-Term Longitudinal 


> 


‘Investigation 


In a series of dr lict studies, Rubin and his colleagues (é.8.8%, Rubin, 
1977; Rypia,-Watzon, & Jambor, 1978) have reported sae differences in the . 
. quality of social: and cognitive Sisk behaviors of young children. For example, 
-concesning the Parten (1932) categories of social play, it has been reportéd 
“that preschoolers engage in Hat cienntls more unoccupied, onlooker, and soli- 
tary play and in less ‘group CGerg associative + cooperative) play than kinder- ; 
garten children. Concerning the Smilansky (1968) categories, kindergarten | es 
children have been fatnd to display significantly nore dvamathe-and Less fun 
tional play shan preschoolers. Finally, using. Rubin's (1977) play scale in 
. which die oe ghee play categories of Smilansky are nested within the seed 
play categories of Parten, preschoolers have been found. to efigage in’ signifi- » 


Sy 
cantly nove selttatyofincbidnsl and parallel-functional and in less-parallel- 
constructive, parallel-dramatic, and group-dramatic activity’ than kindergarten Oe 
children. : . es 
Both Parten (1932) aod Smilansky (1968) believed that their respective 

conceptions of play wepceseved sequential, developmental Hierarchies, The 
inference drawn from such speculation is that chifdren of a given age or stage.” 
play socially or cognityvely. in some modal fashion.. Over the course of time 
a thus, expected to exhibit more mature modes of play. For example, 
“atone time period a child might be involved in a large, amount of waeatiel | 
play which, with eopetdenee:. and as a result of soqial-cognitive growth, might 
«diminish only to be. replaced by group- activities. » The earlier Rubin reports 
using the nested oe scale Were baxed on drodesxeckionel data thereby negating 


the possibility. of examining developmental changes in play behavyiors“over time. 


Moreover, there have been few studies which have employed either the*Parten or 


fy 


ha A - - a ry . f * =" *: ‘ 
7 e + . . ‘ . SS abate Ate ' ¢ ' 


the Smilansky categories, in a Lofigi tudinal fashion. Recently Sn ete (1978) dm 


.a study of 2-, 3-, and 4- -year- -olds found an {rigreade in group Play and, a" 


-~ 


’ ane oe mg 


decrease in solitary play over'a*9-month pet ind: ” thereby providing, some, SUP PREC: 


ig ERS sequential development SE gocial Ears infSitunately, longitudinal data 


: b _ 9 > of 3 
scaupaie the Smilansky categories are’ non- existent. “os fag ; ; 
‘ The purpose of the: POERESE study was to aanitie dtinnes in children! s 24% er 

= Pe . | ae 
2 z a " F ° , at 
observed play behaviors over four time neetods within a given’ school year. The . | 

. a . ’ ’ ne . { 

; 


observational method employed was borrowed from-Rubin Ga77); This, author has me 


suggested that the simplistic use of the Parten scale does not allow the » — 3 _ 
‘ s 5 4 . is ; * 5 , A ‘ / : ove | 
examination of the cognitive complexity of children's activities.’ For example, 
< Pt ; F e - ra : . } 

a) . 3 : oe ; z . ; ' 
Rubin et“al, (1978) discovered that’ age differences in cca aia to which 4 


- 


parallel play was exhibited were not apparent at first: glance... povavers when 


of . - 
4 


" the complexity of this activity was aialyeee it was found that ‘preschoolers: 
: ) 
engaged in more functional and less constructive arid ‘dramatic parallel activity 
“than kindergarteners. Taken together with Mie smith (1978) report. that the *° 
é ‘i : : : ‘ = t _ - . 


incidence of parallel play did not change over time, these latter, Rubin-et al. 


(1978) data suggest the usd of the more detailed nested play scale ‘in longitu- | 
dinal observations of young children. 


¥ 


e . ; a : ? a 
ae a : f Method te J 
we 


‘Subjects 


; ie 
Ten 3-year-olds (6 females, 4 males) and 10 4-year-olds (6 females, 4 ‘i 
* males) who attended a half-day university laboratory preschool program partici- 
pated in the study. The M age of the younger group at the start of the study, 
"was 41.4 mos., while that for the older group was 50.1 mos. The children were 


s 


from predominantly middle-class homes and lived in a moderately large city in ~ 


. 
Southwestern Ontario. 


= 


Procedure & : re ee ed ‘ 


. 


ae prededure was essentially identical with that followed by aa et al. 


(1978). - ‘Each child: ‘was observed ‘duking fee dita. wach a for four 3- week 


periods. Each 3-week period consistéd of -15 shuiadautariae samples. ‘The oreee 
of observation: was randowized aaily. During eneh atputey, the observer recorded 


‘the number, of. seconds (to the nearest 5 sec.) in which the child engaged in M 


. seeedinitie silpBacite;: , The duration of each. chile! s cognitive play within each 


’ - 


social play- category (e.g., solitary-constructive) was noted. All ‘play defini- 


tiong were taken directly from Parten (1932 a5 EiBhe unoccupied, solitary,’ — ; 


- 


onlooker, paraiet, group); and Sue aay (1968 -- i: Baa functional, construc~’ 


tive, dramgtic, games: with rules), Two ‘additional categories: included ' 'read- 
‘ 4 ‘ 7 


ing" -- child Looking at a book or being read to by a teacher, and "active 


conversation! -- verbal exchange, communication between two or more .children 
7 4 


’ 


or child and teacher, “The latter category was drawn from Parten’s original - 
definition éf "onlooker", behavior to more closely distinguish between social 


ae ' @ 


and non-social behaviors. | a 
Following each timé sample, the observer recorded exact hy what it was the 


child was doing and with whom (e.g., subject at art table cutting out circles; 
-& 
sitting eee Teacher Ghat ya and Adam). The first observational time period 


\ 


‘(late Septenbet-eatly/ai October)” was followed immediately by the second 


' period (late nepuher: The third period started two weeks later (mid/late Nov- 


emocr) while the fourth period took place two weeks aL Tee eae i an & eae 4 
mid/late econbeoy y 

Inter judge reliability was calculated as in Rubin et al. (1978). Prior to 
formal data collection (mid-September) ane during the pkapeered entry of the 
children into the school, two daecvues simultaneously gathered 40 one-minute 
time samples of play.- The percentage of agreement (where an agreement was 
defined as identical ianeatne codings’ with duratidhs not exceeding a 5-sec. 
difference between’ observers) uae 82.5%, 3 


Cc 
J : 
J = ‘ , 2 : : ; 4 


‘Results ov , aie Tae Bic 4 


i, oa ’ x a rt - hs 


\ 


; ; ; The méan’ numbers of éeconds: children coenge’ in all play fis repre: | 


ae . 


sented in table ee aii .28e @) x sek (2), x social, ‘slay (Gee salteany; parallel, 


group) Xx: seognitive: play Go: * flinetional, cobstnictive, ‘gramaticy x tse @., ip ee 

s “| ’ . #. .> = 

repeated” measures ANOVA, was, computed. “Onlgsker, ufoceupied, saalting » acttive Ag 
wh, . af 

conversation, ‘and games behaviors Mee not : csrbtuded in this: “analysis. These te 
ok 5 , 


. ve a a an 


¥ 
é categories” either occurred ree (onlooker, undepopjed, reading), sexes: 2. 


conversation) or across ‘a limited range of se baie cognitive play. cdnbinationg . es 
: =f. ’ be ay if ’ , 
P (games). As a result, a series of separate age @) x sex: (Q) ‘timé GY. ANOVAS 


* 
« 


Was calculated for these latter five behavioral categories. ey 
a vy qn AR ‘ 


Insert Table l Here . ee 2 fe penn. aes 
te pg emi EE 


! i . “ oe 


* The ANOVA revealed aysignificant age x Social play x ognitive play: inter- 


: . action, F (6, 64) = 4. 22, p<.01. + Two of the relevant compar isoné ‘concerned the | 


°. 
« 


' Parten sabeouries of parallel and solitary play. with feband ‘to the. former, 
post-hoc LSD comparisons (p<.05) indicated that 3- -year- = Sabaued” in “aigitt- et 
\ ficantly more parallel-functional play than did ne ae hae, iehlxegard: the: 
latter, it is nakeeurkhy that the amaunt of 3- eae “ata solitary: “functional play 
equalled the amount af bare aan thaaice play. Both. pte sition, behaviors . ' es alt 
significantly exceeded the amount of sient -dramatic play. However Tor 7 
4-year-olds, the incidence of solitary- -constructive play exceeded both setieatys, 
functional and dramatic play: For thisk age group, the amount of solitary 


functional behavior was greater than solitary-dramatic play. A third age 


effect (trend) was found for the category of active Conversation, F (1y:16)/= 4.36, 


p<-06. - Four-year-olds were more likely to engage in this form of behavior, than 
« ‘ t 


3-vear-olds. ; \ x 


— es There was only one significant age x time interaction. “A\post-hoc Ls) 
. ; @ F 


ee - ss 2 3 . ay ry 
"i . ‘ . . . » a ’ p . - » 5 ry ke . 4 
{ 


- F . ‘ 4 . 


“er = . Mate re : ¢ o- 


Pi é ahatssis ‘evesivéaghat the amount of time 4- year slay were ‘observed playing, 


, e@ 
~ ¢ 
. a . , 


game with rules was . significantly predter at Time“ ‘than at Times I, 2y and part 


. Ad ft ® ‘ 


4 The ainount of, elie: ie 4- bl 3 “olds _spent playing panes st “Mme 4 exceeded | 
: : | 

| 

| 


‘ 
a apes Hag. 


the. ineidence of game play. ‘for’ all four Ze -year- oy time periods.” There were’ no 
i aa a 
aes ‘a — ce ; ae | 
ee afgultionse sex" x time “intefactigns, Se en a a3 é | 


‘ x 
a a ‘ 


« 
x ‘Sy é 


ee, ae A sex x eels play ‘trend, F cee 32) = 3. 17; pc. 06 was found, Post-hoc 


: comparisons reveated that for pate aia fietdence off flct tonal ‘and construstive 


y) e ioe 


play was greater than: the sccuveaieciet dramatic pptay For females, however, the 


“ 


“+ antouktt: of Somesuctive play exceeded the occurrence of both functional and 
‘ . ; F; ‘ ; :, - : ; a ee 1 


‘ &amatic: play. ‘The latter play form occurred significantly leSs often than . 


Fubetional activity. No other meaningful comparisons were significant. 


a 


The ANOVAS: ples yielded’ sgatistied lly significant « effects for the following 


. ' ‘ 


iptgrictions eati 2 at least. p<. 05): social play x cognitive play x time, F 
ec 12,192) = 1 78; cognitive’ play x time, E (65 32) = 4.11; ‘and social play x time F - 


(6,32) =°3, 94. Post- hoe ‘multiple compar isons (LSD tests) were performed on the 


Lc , 
- 


‘tedgnié Mant’ interactions: | The, results indicated that -the amount of nee 


os & 
4 re 


functional shay! at Time 1 was Ppreater chai at Times'2, 3, and 4. The ink idench al 
| 


« 
hs 


= of parallél- -dramatic play at Tipe 4 exceeded the incidence of such series at . i: 
mi igo { ae 
4 


Times. eae and 3. No ails aulkiple cqmparigons ee relevance to this ect, 


were stenttieaar, 4 ’ + | 7 , ; . 
With respect to che behavioral ‘categories wiitct hat to be seiehaensd th 

_and Ae rhcentuae, time aan effects (at ‘Least-p<.05) were found for (a): |. af: i 
oe F (3,48) = 6.71; (b}-onlooker behavior, F (3,48) = A055. tes ; 


~ reading, F 3; 48) = 3. 41; and games with rules, F (3,48).= 12.56. Post-hoc 
= ; 


multiple comparisons (all p<-05) are summarized in Table 2. 


Sed a aed ee 


e 


a 


three petipds. No, other EL Eipis eonpan Aeon wane Saenre tenn ee 
/ * 
ru The above net derive from group means and. variances: and, as a mena, may 


cedure yielded a positive (+) or neeatkbe (-) change score. The significance of 


* hand,- more childre 


4, the 4-year-olds ‘were displaying more such behavior than at any of the other 


' t ; . v *, 


The. incidence of: unoccupied hehentes was preter at. Time Ythan at Times ¢ | © 


3 and 4. Unoccupied behavior at Time 2 exceeded the ineidence ia this cahegery 
. i ee ae 
at ine a, As see aaileeker activity, there was significantly less’ such behavior 


A 


"at Time 4 ha at each of the preceding periods.” The amount ‘of as spent reading 


was: signffivantly* Batahne at "Time 4 than) at Time 1, ' Finally, the occurrence of , 
2 as | 


games vith rules at Time 4 significantly asebaea such behaviee at tha’ remaining 


€ ° 


4 Pa 


nak the direction of pantie ‘in behavior fer individual children. in order to 
assess “individual change the number. of seconds ‘each child Puen in’ Pesos ‘behav- 
jorai category ‘at Time 1 pas subtracted froi his/her score.at Time 4. “This pro- 
these positive and népab vd distributions was deneeeed through the computatign of 
“sign baste os ade poo). The results are’ presented in table 2. 


rs) 


tests révealed. that more children showed a denpadela in the_ 


f 


sania the si 


“ 


amounts ‘ét time aren in unoccupied, ‘onlooker, Se Punnenaaal and all 


functional. play thap would be » expected by echance (oll B¢. a On the other 


stiowed an ‘increase in the amounts of time spent in/reading, | 
games, parallel-dyamatic, all group, and all dramatic play than would be expected 


f ; . ; 


Discussion 


by chance. 


The present spud; was designed to test the assumption that the play of young 


children develops: in” a progressive manner, Ceres a scale developed by Rubin 
1977) whieh nests the cognitive play categories of ha as (1968) within the 
social.participation categories of Parte (1932), it was discovered that only 


games with/rules showed’ a differential age x tifme interaction. Thus, by Time 


times both compared with their’,own earliet behavior and to the behaviors at all 


‘ 


\ ‘ 


m<— enn. 


time periods for the 3-year olds. Perhaps these results reflected the, greater 


capacity of older preschoolers to speed both the rules and the MECHEGERY 


4: 


recondions for engaging in nursery games (e5855 cecivewerby). 
tn geheral, the iahiet endl wal data were assessed in two ways. ANOVAs were 
sien to.measure the anount of group change in children's s play behaviors over 


Sime. Sign tests, on the other hand, measured ‘tadaviduel ehange in “play behav- 


a) hs 


ior. The ANOVAs indicated decteases in the less mature forms of play (onlooker, 


unoccupied, parallel-functional) and increases in the relatively more mature 


. forms of behavior (parallel-dramatic, games. reading). Except for the parallel- 


. functional category ‘these findings were replicated by the individual sign test 


analyses. Itappears that for this_one category of play, change in relatively few 


- 


individuals contributed to the significant group effect. 


The, sign tests also indicated that more children decreased in solitary- 


* 


~ functional and total functional play, and increased in total group and dramatic 


.,; 


play . “than would. be shiicred se chance. Although the intra-individual Mapeeate 5 


of changes was small relative to. interindividual “wariability, the movement of ™ 
. ‘ 


the ma jority of individual children wag toward less functional, but more group - 
‘i : ‘ u . ¥ 

and Sanath Bias iP otiero ass 
The decline of onlooker amd unoccupied behaviors from the first .time period 


ae ha 


‘to the last may_be. partially explained by the preschooler's gradual adaptation to 


; _ ¢ P 
the. nurséry environmenty ‘For most of the children, entry into this particular 
aed , : 3 ‘ 


school in September was a novel experience. Perhaps, then, the decline in the . 


‘ ‘ 


aforementioned behaviors served to mark a parallel decline in anxiety and dis- 
comfort in the preschool setting.. That unoccupied and onlooker behaviors are 
markers of anxiety is fairly well docum mted in the literature (McGrew, 1972). 


The significant decline in the amgunt of time in which individual children 


engaged in functional activity from the first period to the last may be taken to 


indicate the phasing out of exploration and the onset-of actual play (Hutt 1966). 


aw 


e ; - 
e . ‘s . ‘ 

. ’ . - é 

. ' 


\ - 
\ 


Much of the: funct fonal play could as easily have been coded as exploration, (i.e.', 
simple, repeated motor actions on the same oan a a novel environment). The 


present longitudinal data may, thus, be taken as supportive: of Hutt! s positfon 


. 
+, ’ 


that over time, exploratory activity, decreases BtviNe way to construction and 


nonliteral behaviors (dramatic play). 

' ‘The significant individual increases in group and dramatic play may also 

: q 

te signs: of the growing ‘familiarity of peers in the preschool over time. More- 
e ie . ¢ 


over, since’ such activities have been ‘thought to necessitate at least a lower 
at forp of pevaper td ve-taling skill (Rubin & Pepler in pret), these findings may 


reftect social- ~cognitive ponceptuet growth as well. ; ae 


As for age differences | (as oppdsed ‘to‘age ° changes), the 3- i aka -olds displayed 


« A. 


more parallel-functional play’ than did the 4+year-olds. Since Rabin et -al., (1978)>. 


‘shave earlier suggested this*category ‘to be the least mature form of play, the , 
finding is not surprising. Ag in Rubin et’al. (1978), the quality of solitary 


; . \ ’ ; , % 
play appeared to become mor¢ "educational" with age.. Thus, ‘there was less 


solitary-functional than solitary-constructive play, for 4-year-olds, but not for 


ec 


3-year-olus... perhaps-a firrther sign of mqvement through the cognitive play 
hierarchy with age. In addition, 4-year-olds were more likely to engage in 


active Conversations than their “younger colleagues... This may indicate growth 


in person orientation with age. - While further significant age differences were, 


not found, thereby somewhat contradicting the earlier Rubin et al. (1978)-report, 


we 


it is important to note that thif study compared the play behaviors of 3- and 


_4-year-olds, while the earlier study observed 4+ vs. 5*year-olds. 
P ‘ , a 


ft '’ 


The major sex difference of note was the finding that females were more 


likely to display constructive than functianal: play whereas no such difference 
was found for males. This finding replicates those of Rubin et al. (1976; 1978) 
and may indicate a slightly more rapid movement by females through the cognitive 


‘ 


play hierarchy. 


oo 


ae be ' : ae y Fe 10. 


wit oe Oa : > ; a, 
ear a comparison with the recent longitudinal study of Smith (1978) is 


4 


merited, While: Smith found, few ‘changes in parallel play, it is noteworthy. that : 


we indicated a decline dn; Katiaatel- -functionat and an increase in parallel- a 


‘, dramatic play over time. ° These sualitative derepances ‘in piealiel play are | 


, naeked’ when one relies “golely on che Farten (1932) deals -- a finding gatas 
bee in the cross-sectional ines of Rubin et als (1978). Smith also found 
solitary play to decrease over time. Howéver, Smith ineieded onlooker activity 

in his categary of. ee play. Thus, although'a decline in solitary play was ‘ 


* . not. found herein, onlooker behavior did decrease., Our solitary play data, thus,” 


. 7 . F a 
cannot be taken as contradictory to thoseof Smith. 
eT a ; # 


In sumpary, given the long standing play hierarchies of Parten (1932), and 


“smilansky (1968) which have often been taken as normative, it is’ reassuring to 

ieeniee that. children do appear to move from less mature to more mature forms 

of play. aes time. The short-term longitudinal data reported herein aise support 

ibe et eer age data concerning ais udieokoes of patina etl ldden 
or 

- Rubin et ails 1978). Until this point in time, these latter data could only have 


. 


been taken to indicate age differences rather than age Atanas in naturalistic 


play behaviors. 
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Means for Combined Social and Cognitive Play Categories at Each 


. 


Time Period 


Measure 
“ - : sons . 
> ss : 
ng A F \ ' 4 : 5s! 
eee: Solitary: ‘ * : 
-* “Bune tional 52300 38.00 §: .46.25 ' 14.25 
| Coneteuctiae = A725 71.50 62.25 53.75 
. BHF. ol Or 
: _. Dramatic Fen ~~ 0 : 5.50 14.50 © 
Ns Fi al ~ = » aad , ; : . 
) a _ Total we 99.25 109-50 114.00. 82.50 
- e,. . = ‘ ; 2 
+ ‘Parallel:. | a ; win ’ 
ee Bint ca 8; . Qo 
- Functional - 159.00 109.50 “4 99S85 “SiS 
oe Gonsevuctive. © 398,50 °° 299.00 2: 275.00 251.50 > : 
= | ee ee 
: : Dramatic » T7777 10,95 8250 ° 83.75 
- . s a ee 
Teter "oS 415 342.25 » 32275 410.75 
3 Group. 
beg 25 
si aa Functional 13.25 38.25 26.00 . | 15.50 
a . a yh AS 
Constructive , 24.50 33.50 - * 19.50 44.25 oe 
A _ Dramatic » 3.25 ; 15.00 6.75 ; 20.00 
- : i BY % Pa ; if : . , : oa 
a _ Game 3.75 95 @.25 We NG A) 
a . Total ' 44.75 87.50. 54.50 W180 ea 
"ey 2 P . aaa aa a a, caer Sone eee: . . 
- oo ‘ : : ' ; | e 
a | .Unoccupied 56.25 35.75 21.50". 3 6,50 
; Onlooker * 194.50 197.75. 202.55 "129.75 
’ * ; . fs P: : . 
Reading "13.50 514.00 "76-00 63.00 
‘ we bane 
3 Conversations 76.50 77.75 * 108.75 85.00 
> gh ts 
y . | | 
J ae 13 , 
m, = ' e 4 ee 


Categoriés of Play. _ 


‘va . + + Summary of Changes in Play Over Time 


unoccupied - 


on) ooker 


- 


reading —— 


‘ games 
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